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Abstract
This thesis relates my experiences associated to hardcore music (a sub-genre of punk rock) to
the aesthetics, intentions, and motivations of guerrilla artwork with my practice as a visual
artist. I apply the intentions, motivations, and activation mechanisms from these two art forms
to work in conjunction with personally significant images and materials to create space and
affectations to consider alternative systems of value. The format of the paper is explored
through two distinct voices. One is a “formal artist voice” used for the explanation of research.
The other is an “inner voice” describing my train of thought during different stages of research.
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Introduction
In my thesis, I relate my experiences associated to hardcore music (a sub-genre of punk rock) to
the aesthetics, intentions, and motivations of guerrilla artwork with my practice as a visual
artist. Like the music of other counter culture communities, hardcore exists as a DIY alternative
to mainstream music and the commodifying media that surrounds it. Similarly, guerrilla artworkers make and exhibit in spaces/places without permission or the legitimizing hand of the
institution, providing alternative options to access and participation in a creative community.
Participants in both hardcore and guerrilla art are often motivated by nonconformist values,
which counter to the capitalist value system embraced as the American status quo.
I apply the intentions, motivations, and activation mechanisms from these two art forms to
work in conjunction with personally significant images and materials to create space and
affectations to consider alternative systems of value.

You sit on the studio floor, surrounded by articles on Post-Modernism, Feminism, Marxism,
contemporary artISMS, that your professors recommended. Stacks of books written about critical
theory, aesthetics, and art history stare back at you from the places they have been abandoned
after you started them and nothing stuck. You think to yourself, “how am I going to make
something that can offer an alternative perspective to what society has built? This systemic thing
that makes life so unjustifiably insufferable for some people, while incoherently programming
others to chase after unrealistic expectations of wealth acquisition making them miserable along
the way?” “How do you challenge Hollywood with visual art . . . How is Hollywood even a thing?
How do you convince people that someone they don’t know is more important than personal
popularity?” You shake your head, you start to paint.
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Inside These Walls and the Walls Outside
The most incredible moments at a hardcore1 show are the ones that allow everyone in the
room to transcend otherness.

You paid your six bucks at the door and brought a canned good for the food bank that the show
was fundraising for. You’re standing on the floor of the Knights of Columbus with maybe 100
other people. There are three bands on the ticket, two local and one touring that’s making a stop
in your city. You dig the local bands, but you’ve seen them. You and everyone else came out to
see the touring group. They’re a scene favorite and you can feel the energy building as strangers
and friends smile in anticipation, ready to pile on top of each other and sing along. You brought
an extra ten spot to pick up a T-shirt, the bands don’t make much from the door money and
they’ll need it for the next leg. They drove 14 hours in a cargo van from the city where they
played last night and they have another 12 hour stretch tomorrow morning. You wonder if
anyone has offered up their apartment floor for the band to crash tonight? The local bands play,
there is some activity in the pit, but it’s clear that everyone is saving their strength for the
headliner. Finally, the lights cut out and it goes pitch black in the KOC . We hear light footsteps
on stage and then an all too familiar voice of Aaron Bedard rhythmically yelling the first line of
our anthem.

1

“To me, hardcore equals iconoclasm . . . hardcore is to people like me what Zen is to Buddhists; it’s an anti-system piece of a

larger systemic puzzle that affords people like me enough freedom to discover themselves within its very loose boundaries. At
the same time, it provides a very clear path towards “enlightenment” in that you exit “the scene” totally aware of who you are,
while at the same time never really being able to exit the scene.” AARON BURGESS (WRITER) “. . . what separated hardcore
from most other genres was that it had very little to do with music. The way I see it is that what made a hardcore band or a
record great was not the music alone. It was a combination of the music, the time, the people, and most importantly the
investment that both the bands and listener invested in every cord, song, and show. Political and social issues play a
tremendous role, if not an absolutely critical role, in the foundation of hardcore. Not necessarily that all bands spoke or need
to speak specifically political and/or social issues but there has to be that reference point to qualify as punk or hardcore music. ROBERT FISH (108, RESSURECTION, THE JUDAS FACTOR)” (Peterson, 7,12)
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“THIS IS MY THERAPY. YOU BREATHE LIFE INTO ME. MY ONLY SANITY. WITHIN THESE WALLS
IS WHERE I’M FREE.”2
The lights cut back on abruptly. The band join Aaron in wonderful, chaotic, rebellious song. The
pit opens. Everyone climbs on everyone else as we overcome the barrier and take the stage. You
feel the transfer of frenetic energy from body to body as you act as a human support while also
being supported by others. The pile grows.

Figure 1. hate5six, “No Warning – April 10,2015”
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The decade I spent frequenting hardcore shows and playing in hardcore bands caused me to
develop a strong skepticism of the importance associated with celebrity status, wealth as
identity, popularity, and self-interests as normative rationalization in the pursuit of happiness.
Instead, I learned to place importance on sincerity, equality, community, collaboration, and
collective experience. Ultimately, these ideas became the conceptual backdrop I advertently
and inadvertently used to question established modes of capitalist thinking. Sincerity,

2

(BANE 2005) BANE was a band that taught me that it was alright to be myself, to make mistakes. They taught me that there

was still a place in room for someone like me.
3

(hate5six Media 2016)
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community and collaboration have become crucial factors in the applied framework of my art
and intentions.
“I heard the word sincerity and I know now what that means. I learned it first with Black Flag,
mohawks, combat boots and torn-up jeans.”4

As you walk you can see places where the local municipalities have tried to buff out
accumulation of bright scripted writing and crass figuration by power washing the
concrete.5 There are countless spots where it has been covered again and again with roller paint
that attempts to mimic the original color of the building. The process makes you think about
censorship, but produces quasi-abstract paintings reminiscent of those by Agnes Martin or
Franz Kline. You pass abandoned warehouse buildings that boasted larger works of street art
appearing to have taken more time, skill and effort than the work you saw on project buildings
when you were crossing the bridge. Portraits, murals, mashups of realism and text scrawl over
the broken structures lobbying for attention, for one last hurrah before the building comes down.
The colloquial images of the art and its larger than life substrates make you think of the archival
ambitions of painting, makes you think of how permanent the paint is trying to be, and yet, the
building will come down eventually and the work will not be preserved; and yet someone had
something to say, and that someone believed that something was important enough to risk
safety and potential prosecution and invest time, effort and, money without any guarantee of
financial gain or preservation of work. How exciting! You keep walking. You’re almost to
Manhattan.

Figure 2. Etch Damage to Limestone from Botched Graffiti Removal

4

(Stretch Arm Strong 2001)

5

(Clean City Innovations, LLC n.d.)
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What started with graffiti in the 1970s and 80s as an act of resistance and method to achieve
notoriety within a specific subculture group has broadened into a multi-faceted art movement
and community. Guerrilla artist’s, practitioners of stencil art, paste-ups, subvertising, muraling,
yarn bombing, guerrilla performance art, banner dropping, projection art, projectiles, aerial art,
mail art, and zines, make and exhibit work in public and prohibited spaces without legal
permission. The content, intentions, and motivations for this work may vary from artist to
artist but the methodology used for activation are often the same. Of those methodologies,
the three that concern my practice are public accessibility, cultural production unshackled from
art academia and the commercial art market, along with exhibition without legal
(city/state/federal) permission. Guerrilla art’s public accessibility affords a wider audience than
most art housed in museums and galleries. There is no ticket price at the door, there is no off
hours, and there is no one prohibiting audience flash photography or audience posting of works
on social media granting further accessibility. Cultural production unshackled from art
academia and the commercial art market gives the artist the ability to make statements, pose
questions, challenge hierarchies associated with those institutions. Interaction with a public
unencumbered by the censorship of art institutions having no need to pander to the interests
of collectors or art publications. Exhibition without permission and/or invitation connotes an
action of protest and is the index of an alternative set of rules/system of values.

Hardcore music and guerilla art exist largely as DIY labors of love with little to no promise of
financial return for sacrificed time money, and effort. Instead, both rely on a communal
understanding that expression, experience, and engagement are more important than the
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exploitation and commodification of the art forms ethos. Before any visual is shown or any
sound is heard, both modes of production and expression begin as subtle revolutionary acts by
suggesting that there is something worth our time and effort than a never-ending quest for
money, fame, power, and jockeying for socio – economic position.

I make artwork that places value around honesty, community and collaboration by
implementing accessibility over exclusivity, separation from commercial coercion, exhibition
without permission, and labor of love over commodification.

My aspiration is to reach out and initiate interactions with an audience by inviting them to
participate as an interlocutor in an active exchange. The initial steps of this invitation
materialize through my artwork as interactive art objects placed in public spaces giving
unrestricted access and leaving discretionary interpretation of interaction up to anyone who
decides to engage with it. They can look, deface, take, move, rearrange, relocate etc. the work,
it’s up to them. The possibility of interaction is on the table as an alternative way to digest
artwork that does not prioritize popularity, fame, or intellectual superiority of the artist,
commodification of the artwork, or the validation from an arts institution.
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Wreck My Shit (Reconsidering the Terms of Collaboration)6
Collaborate: to work jointly with others or together especially in an intellectual endeavor.7
For me, the purpose of collaboration is to work collectively with others to produce something
that travels beyond individual perception. If measured by this definition, collaborative actions
are all actions that modify the methodologies responsible for the works affectations. These
actions include but are not limited to formal additions to the work, defacement, destruction,
re-contextualization of installation or installation space, and/or being taken away. Critical
questions in such production for me are: How do you make an artwork that operates as an
open invitation for participation? How do you make a work that acts as a sounding board for
other voices? How can you keep the invitation to that sounding board inclusive? If you could
get that far, could your work acting as an inclusive invitation to that soundboard be the
foundation for collaboration?
Data
In 2018, I made a large drawing of a landfill on three of the walls in a small exhibition space.
After I had completed my drawing, I left a few pieces of charcoal and eraser on the gallery floor
with the following instructions. “In the imagined landfill before you, I have hidden various items
that are telling of my personal habits as a consumer. I invite you to do the same with the
charcoal and erasers provided below. No need to worry about disturbing the drawing or trying

6

I am thinking of the term collaboration in the broadest sense participation, association), not only in a contemporary art

context)
7

(Merriam-Webster.com n.d.)
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to match the style of the work. I will document the drawing this Saturday morning and try to
find all of the new ‘discarded’ items.” Over the next four days, students, faculty, and anyone
using the restrooms next to the gallery space became active participants and collaborators as
they contributed their own items and reflections and ideas about waste and how they relate to
consumer culture.

Figure 3. M. Apol. The Fill (2018) Before

Figure 4. M. Apol. The Fill (2018) After details

In 2020, I installed an art exhibition with some of my past works and found objects in the same
exhibition space. I did not label any of the work and left the following wall text at the door;
“The art gallery provides a platform for the work, a stage to perform on, and an invisible barrier
that separates the viewer from the artwork. What happens if the barrier is lifted? What
happens if the viewer is indifferent to the established rules of the art gallery? What happens if
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there is no context for the art beyond the viewer’s personal perception? What happens if there
is no security, no signs, and no red tape? What happens if no one is watching?”

Figure 5. No One Is Watching (2020) Before details

Figure 6. No One Is Watching (2020) After details

Those who entered the gallery understood that they could react to the work, adjust the work,
and/or adjust the exhibition space. Each of these projects at some level, allowed for
unmitigated participation. But that option to participate was only accessible to a small
community and for a limited amount of time.
The choice to move the practice outside into public spaces for an unspecified period time
allows broader access for collaboration, with potentially more participants. This relocation
unfastens the work from the restrictions often governing gallery spaces and academic
communities. This relocation helps lift the barriers that separate the viewer from the artwork.
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Imagery for Activation
The chain-link fence is broadly analogous to notions of containment and division. As a rule, the
purpose of the chain-link fence is to divide physical space to organize, corral, trap, and/or act as
a barrier between two or more spaces/areas. The chain-link fence can deny physical access
while oftentimes granting visual access to whatever is being held or separated on its other
side. When you see a chain-link fence, you are on one side or the other, on the inside, or on
the outside. Inside or outside of a playground, a construction site, a private institution, an
animal kennel, or a prison. You are being included or you are being excluded. You are confined
or you are free. You observe the confined, or you observe the free.

You see the chain link fence and it speaks. You think about what it says to you. When it excludes
you “you’re not allowed here,” “you don’t belong here,” “this is not yours,” and “keep out.”
When it includes you, it might say “you’re safe on this side”, “they can’t get in”, “you are
privileged to be here,” “you’re welcomed here, while others are not.” And yet, what if the
circumstance of inclusivity also means entrapment, “you’re an animal,” “you’re illegal,” “you’ll
die here,” “you’re fucked.” You see a hole in the fence and you think, maybe we should just cut
8
holes in all the fences.

8

Fences and walls symbolize always and everywhere a continuum or a contradictory hodgepodge of fears, frustrations,

ambitions, and aesthetics. Fences decorate or blight land; they spark love-hate intellectual and emotional responses; they
touch the ambivalence of our minds; they symbolize the indecision that often haunts the human personality and spirit. They
protect, but they also separate. Fences define and secure “ours,” but they isolate “us. (Williams and Davis n.d., 243-261)
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Figure 7. M. Apol. “You Should” series (2020) Details

The images I make depicting chain-link fencing act as a visual metaphor for inclusivity,
exclusivity, separation, and entrapment dependent upon the viewer’s perception of what side
of the fence they are on. The chain-link fences I depict have holes and openings. Some
openings are smaller and some larger, but the holes always act as an indication that the fence
has been cut, giving someone or something access to the other side. The fence itself poses the
question “who/what/why are you/we/I separated from?” The hole(s) in the fence pose the
question “why is there separation? for what purpose? is there an alternative? and if so, maybe
what’s stopping you?” Positioning the chain-link fence in this context then allows me to use it
as a common thread in pointed discussion. In some of my paintings, the chain-link fence is a
stand-alone figurative element interwoven into a minimal abstracted picture plane. These
paintings rely on the curiosity and perspective of the viewer as there is less pointed information
to ingest. Other paintings carry more formal information on one, both sides, or interweaving
with the chain-link fence giving the audience a more complex image to question, consider, or
react against.
The fence links are depicted at a one to one ratio, proportional to an actual chain-link,
approximately 2.5” from the center point of one link to the next moving horizontally. This
11

renders the image relatable on a physical level while also allowing me to proportionally
contextualize all other visual information that I choose to include in the painting.

Conversational, Interactive, Objects
After making a painting, I remove it from the studio and hang, attach, place, drop, or leave it in
a public place. Once this happens, the painting no longer belongs solely to me as an authored
artwork. Instead, it belongs to the public space with the potential to become an interactive
object, catalyzing collaborations and/or conversations with anyone who encounters the work.
As mentioned earlier, collaborative in this context means all actions that modify the artworks
affectations. These actions include but are not limited to formal additions to the work,
defacement, destruction, modifications to the installation space and/or removal.
Conversational suggests a choice to respond or react to the response or reaction of another.
What makes this collaboration/conversation possible is the work’s accessibility. The work is
offered and with no indication or direction on how it should be handled or digested.
The conversation a viewer has with the piece can be a short or long, one- sided or
reciprocal(unclear), passive or active. The most essential aspect of the work is its availability for
interaction with the viewer as not only audience but also participant. Participating viewers
might observe the work while walking by, remove the work and take it with them, or change
the appearance of the work through physical acts of defacement and/or interaction. The work
is meant to be experienced, but the viewer/participant decides how, and what’s appropriate.
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Once the work is installed, the conversation has begun and any interaction with the work
becomes a continuation of that conversation.

Figure 8. M. Apol. Underpass One (2020)

Figure 9. M. Apol. Underpass One Relocation* (2020)

Figure 10. M. Apol, Others. Underpass One Relocation* (2021)
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Location, Documentation, Prompting
I refer to the locations where I install my paintings as “neutral zones.” Neutral zones are
intentional site specific liminal spaces; thresholds of invisible division between urban and
suburban, between suburban and rural, between uptown and downtown, or public and private.
These locations serve a functional purpose as they can be heavily foot trafficked; this
encourages repeated visibility of the work while also asking the viewer/participant to stop,
occupy and respond in a space that often acts as a neutral zone between different
neighborhoods, between areas that have been gentrified and areas that have not, and between
high, middle, and low income housing. The neutral zone is not a metaphor for one side of the
fence or the other, but a metaphor of the fence, and an opportunity to “cut a hole” in the fence
through conversation / collaboration. Once the conversation is set in motion, I frequently revisit
the site to document any changes the work or space may have undergone. Documentation
serves as a data build of difference levels of engagement for each work, allowing correlational
patterning regarding the considered variables of each work in relation to its install location. A
series of basic questions (How long was the work installed? What were the changes to the work
over the time? What were the changes to the space?) These questions are then considered in
relation to the size, removability, formal elements, and installation of the work.

14

Figure 11. Data Collection

Creating more or different access to the work does not guarantee that anyone is going to see,
acknowledge, interact with or pay attention to it. Those who do see the work may not
understand that it is an art object or that it’s available for interaction. I leave small invitational
clues in and around the work in hopes for a better chance of discovery and interaction. These
clues might include loose can of spray paint, a paint marker, or even a small message “this is an
open invitation” hidden in the negative space between the links in the painted chain-link fence.
As recognition of project grows I will using a consistent visual signifier as the invitation for
collaboration. At this point, that signifier is the chain link fence.
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Incendiary
“There are eleven-hundred of you, there is one barrier. You do the math. This
show belongs to you”9

The current sites of conversation and collaboration for these works are the publicly accessible
“neutral zones” discussed earlier. Interaction with the work happens largely by chance or word
of mouth. Moving forward there are other methods, spaces, and settings that warrant
investigation for conversational and collaborative action. Social media networks that utilize the
hashtag as a search mechanism provide an easy tool to siphon out obscure trends and interests
if the tag does not spill over into popular culture. #defacementcollaboration could be used to
notify participants when and where a collaboration is open, underway, and intended to be a
generative effort. The digital space itself as a free collaborative platform also exists. Internet
drop boxes and other cheap web storage options provide digital places where work can be
uploaded, downloaded by others, re- configured/ re-worked and then uploaded again for other
collaborators to deface or contribute to. In this case, instead of publicly accessible physical
locations, the collaborative production would happen through upload/download/re-upload by
anyone in the world who’s “in the know”. “In the know” may suggest exclusion. I believe
inclusion would come to those interested as word got out, download links were discovered and
the community of collaboration grows. I’m not interested in “going viral” as an artist, but I am

9

Greg Bennick, Trial. Trial was the first band I ever listened to that challenged me to consider broader social narratives outside

of my own personal experience.
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interested in making the idea of inclusive collaboration a viral concept; something that others
can hold onto, participate in, and potentially take further. Art movements come and go, but
finding new ways of connecting with people unlike yourself will never go out of style.
Broadened public access to Augmented Reality (AR) has presented further possibilities for art
invitation, interaction, and connection. AR has been around since the early 1990s, yet it was
only recently that it has become widely used for entertainment, social interaction, and business
marketing (most commonly in the forms of Pok-E-Man Go, Snapchat and Instagram filters.)
Everyone is carrying a mobile device that gives them access to various forms of augmentation,
as well as the ability to record their augmented experiences and share them. Additionally, it no
longer takes a tech professional to program or create sharable AR. Information, imagery, and
invitation to participate can now we folded in and archived into physical artworks and physical
spaces. Augmented components such as text, images, animations, video clips, and audio clips
can be activated to appear and/or play using simple target recognition software.

Figure 12. M. Apol “You Should” with AR (2021)

Utilizing a QR code I can link my viewer directly to that recognition software and they can view
the otherwise hidden augmented components of the artwork. Regarding my thesis work, the
augmented component is a text based invitation to interact that is triggered by the painted
17

image of the chain link fence. The augmented text hovers in front of the painting and reads
“YOU SHOULD PAINT ON ME.” The viewer could interpret this as an invitation to physically add
paint or marks to the panting or, use the painting as target to trigger their own augmented
components. Virtual interactions can be built, shared, and passed on using the same work of
art as a target to trigger different augmentations.

Figure 13. M. Apol "Material" with AR 2021

Figure 14 M. Apol "Material" AR by J. Riddle 2021

The creative possibilities afforded me though AR research is something I have incorporated into
my thesis work and will continue to develop in my future studio practice.
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In Closing
I need not succumb to the ideals of any value system that I find deplorable, even if I must live in
it, even if it is the dominant system of values. I can think differently, I can work differently,
engage people differently, and I can place value on ideals that run counter to concepts of fame,
notoriety, accumulation of wealth, social status and career status as perceived life goals on the
road to success/happiness. Perhaps, the work I produce and the methods I use to make work
accessible for collaboration, action, reaction, and further conversations is my way of taking part
in an exchange that I hope serves as an alternative to dominant capitalist values. This is the
beginning of a meaningful trajectory of work. I don’t assume that this body of work will fully
realize the goal of “communion through collaboration and conversation” that I have outlined. I
believe this a starting point that will evolve and build through sustained exchange, interaction,
and collaboration. This is the work I have done so far and this is just the beginning.
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